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On Feb. 19, the registration period ended for potential candidates for the May 19 general elections.
According to Ecuador's Tribunal Supremo Electoral (TSE), twelve presidential candidates will be
on the ballot. Five of the candidates are backed by one or more of Ecuador's 17 parties, while the
remaining seven candidates are independents. When TSE president Carlos Pardo officially set
the date of elections last Jan. 20, he said the electoral process is expected to cost US$44 million.
Pardo said that, in addition to electing a president and vice president whose term will run from
1996 to 2000, voters will choose 12 national-level deputies for the same 4-year period; 70 provincial
legislators for a 2-year term; and 21 prefects, 74 provincial counselors, 27 mayors, 171 city council
presidents, and 819 municipal council members.
In Ecuador, voting is obligatory for all literate citizens between 18 and 65 years of age, except
members of the armed forces and the police. For persons over 65, voting is optional. A runoff will
be held on June 7 for any offices in which no candidate wins an absolute majority in the first round.
Constitutional reforms enacted in 1994 allow independent candidates to run for office. Before, only
members of legally recognized parties could compete in elections (see NotiSur, 11/18/94). Under the
new law, to run as an independent, a candidate must obtain 99,000 signatures of support 1.5% of the
eligible voters.
On Jan. 17, a spokesperson for the Confederacion de Nacionalidades Indigenas of Ecuador
(CONAIE) announced that, for the first time, the indigenous population about 40% of Ecuador's
total population of 11 million will field candidates for national and provincial deputies, mayors,
prefects, and city council posts in most of the country's provinces. CONAIE president Luis Macas
will run for national deputy as an independent. As the cutoff date for registration approached,
several major developments took place. One that had far-reaching effects was the decision,
announced on Jan. 25, of former president Rodrigo Borja (1988-1992) not to accept the Izquierda
Democratica (ID) party's nomination to run again.
In addition to members of the ID, human rights groups, government-employee unions, indigenous
and women's groups, and various grassroots church organizations had urged Borja to run because
they felt he had the best chance to beat rightist candidate and front-runner Jaime Nebot. Borja said
his decision was made "for personal and political reasons." Those close to Borja said his decision
came, in part, because none of the other center-left candidates were willing to withdraw from the
race, and he felt that dividing the vote among them would prevent any center-left candidate from
being elected. When he announced his decision, Borja called on the other center-left candidates to
set aside their personal ambitions and work toward "combining the forces of those in the center and
those on the left to confront the right and the neoliberal agenda."
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At first, it appeared that Borja's decision would cement the alliance between the ID and the Accion
Revolucionaria Popular Ecuatoriana (APRE) in support of the candidacy of APRE leader, retired
Gen. Frank Vargas Pazzos. However, on Jan. 31, the national director of the ID, Jorge Gallardo, who
had been Vargas's running mate, announced that he was withdrawing from the ticket and said the
ID was splitting away from APRE. The break in the ID- APRE alliance weakened the candidacy of
Vargas Pazzos. Vargas gained notoriety in 1986 when he led an aborted coup attempt against expresident Leon Febres Cordero's administration. He was jailed following the incident. A year later,
his supporters kidnapped Febres Cordero and forced him to sign Vargas Pazzos's release from
prison. Congress later granted Vargas amnesty. Since then, he has been active in politics, identified
with the center-left, and is presently a deputy from Pichincha province.
Gallardo's resignation as Vargas's running mate, following on the heels of Borja's decision not to
run, touched off a crisis in the Ecuadoran left and led to the emergence of a new candidate. On Feb.
2, Freddy Elhers, a popular and well-known television journalist, announced his candidacy. He will
run as an independent, backed by the Movimiento Nuevo Pais, which includes CONAIE and several
labor, nongovernmental, and grassroots organizations. Elhers seems to have syphoned off much
of the support of the groups who had urged Borja to run. In addition, on Feb. 6, the ID threw its
support behind Elhers, saying he is the best option to end widespread corruption in the country.
The Partido Socialista also announced that it will back Elhers. Elhers's running mate is Rosana
Vinueza de Tama, an environmentalist and former Miss Ecuador who most recently served as
vice minister of social welfare. Within days of announcing his candidacy, Elhers had climbed to
second place in several polls, including one conducted by the prestigious public opinion firm
CEDATOS. Leading in the polls at this point is Jaime Nebot, with about 30% support. Nebot, who
lost to President Sixto Duran Ballen in 1992, is considered almost certain to be one of the candidates
in an expected June 7 runoff. Nebot, a Guayaquil lawyer, is running on the Partido Social Cristiano
(PSC) ticket. He has significant financial backing and, most importantly, is considered the protege
of Guayaquil mayor and former president Febres Cordero (1984- 1988). Nebot is often referred to as
"the Lion's cub" (el cachorro del Leon).
Running behind Nebot and competing with Elhers for second place is Rodrigo Paz, a wealthy
businessman who had a successful term as mayor of Quito from 1988 to 1992. He is running on
the ticket of the centrist Democracia Popular. Close to Paz and Elhers in the polls is populist
Abdala Bucaram, a long-time political leader from Guayaquil and leader of the Partido Roldosista
Ecuatoriano (PRE). This is Bucaram's third try for the presidency. Running for vice president on the
ticket with Bucaram is former minister of education Rosalia Arteaga.
Further down on the list of candidates are independents Ricardo Noboa, a dissident who left the
PSC; Gen. Jose Gallardo, the popular defense minister during last year's border conflict with Peru;
Jacinto Velasquez; and Fernando Marroquin. Rounding out the group of contenders are two leftist
hopefuls Juan Jose Castello of the Movimiento Popular Democratico and Diego Delgado of the
Partido Socialista Revolucionario Ecuatoriano and two evangelical candidates, Protestant minister
Rene Manangon and Miguel Sanchez. In early February, a poll conducted by Informe Confidencial
and published by the daily newspaper Hoy indicated that 38% of Ecuadoran voters were still
undecided. Most analysts attributed this to the lack of a clear alternative to rightist Nebot.
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"No candidate has real grassroots support," said CONAIE's Macas before Elhers announced his
candidacy. "The entire debate revolves around the neoliberal platform and the people have no
alternative." Elhers's supporters insist that he provides that alternative. However, despite his
meteoric rise in the polls, some analysts contend that Elhers does not have enough support to
win and that his candidacy benefits the right and populism. On August 10, whoever ultimately
emerges victorious will replace President Duran Ballen. Duran Ballen's term has been marked by
corruption scandals and acrimonious battles with the unicameral Congress. His approval rating has
seldom emerged from the cellar, except during the conflict with Peru. At that time, the nationalistic
fervor of Ecuadorans, who perceived themselves the victors in the dispute, surpassed their political
animosities and almost the entire population rallied behind the commander in chief (see NotiSur,
03/17/95).
The costly political scandals during Duran Ballen's tenure often paralyzed the administration and
ultimately led to the resignation last October of his vice president, Alberto Dahik, who was charged
with corruption. Dahik fled the country and sought asylum in Costa Rica (see NotiSur, 11/10/95).
Despite his political problems, Duran Ballen has vowed to carry out a smooth transition and to avoid
the actions of his predecessors, who, he claimed, went on spending binges during their last few
months in office, forcing the new administration to pick up the pieces and quickly implement harsh
economic measures.
As a first step in his promised smooth transition, in January Duran Ballen called a meeting that
included the presidential candidates, Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) president Enrique
Iglesias, and representatives from the World Bank, the UN Development Program (UNDP), and
the Corporacion Andina de Fomento (CAF). The meeting was aimed at bringing the candidates up
to date on the national economic situation. The response of the candidates varied, from those who
considered the briefing worthwhile and informative to those who called it a mere formality giving
the administration the opportunity to promote its neoliberal policies. (Sources: Inter Press Service,
01/25/96, 01/31/96, 02/06/96; Reuter, 02/02/96, 02/12/96; Agence France-Presse, 12/18/95, 01/10/96,
01/15/96, 01/17/96, 01/21/96, 01/31/96, 02/04- 07/96, 02/12/96, 02/13/96, 02/19/96)
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